In discussions of household wealth, it is not surprising that discussion often tends to focus on the upper half of the wealth distribution: According to the 2007 Survey of Consumer Finances (SCF), that group held 97.5 percent of all directly owned household wealth. This paper investigates the wealth dynamics of the lower half of the distribution using data from the 2007-2009 SCF panel to examine the degree of distributional mobility among this group, the demographic characteristics associated with such change and the role of initial portfolio allocation. It also provides information from earlier SCFs and the 2010 SCF to put the results in perspective.
I. Introduction
In discussions of household wealth, it is not surprising that focus often tends to fall disproportionately on the upper half of the wealth distribution, because that is where the great majority of wealth is held. 
II. Wealth and income over time
For purposes of the analysis presented in this paper, the lower half of the wealth distribution is divided into three parts: the least wealthy 10 percent of the distribution, the next wealthiest 20 percent, the remaining 20 percent below the median, and the upper half of the distribution. The first of these groups corresponds very closely to the set of households with negative or zero wealth, an alignment that has been fairly stable since the 1989 SCF (table 1). Given that the wealth of this group is bounded above by zero, it is not surprising that wealth within the group is negatively skewed, as indicated by the larger absolute mean wealth holding relative to the absolute median wealth holding (table 2) . 4 In 2007, median wealth of the first group was -$4,600, that of the second group was $7,500 and that of the third group was $67,100. Median wealth for the wealthiest half in 2007 (identically, the 75 th percentile overall) was $384,700. For the population covered by the [2007] [2008] [2009] panel, the data show a decline in mean wealth overall of 19.3 percent and a decline in the median overall wealth of 23.4 percent. 5 As seen clearly from the table, by far the largest percentage declines in this cross-sectional sense were for the first two wealth groups.
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When arrayed across wealth groups of each corresponding year, mean and median income showed a less dramatic progression through 2007 than wealth. In addition, up to that 4 Unless otherwise specified, all dollar amounts in this paper are reported in 2009 dollars. 5 The population covered by the panel includes all primary economic units in private households in 2007 in which the original respondent or that person's spouse or partner in 2007 was alive in 2009 and living permanently in the U.S. 6 Note that these estimates are cross sectional, in that they look at changes between 2007 and 2009, taking the two observations of the panel population as if they were independent cross sections. The following section of the paper addresses the distribution of changes at the household level. time, measures of income for the first two wealth groups were relatively similar, though the second group retained an edge over the first group. Over the period of the panel data, however, there was a reversal of these two groups in the ordering of income; in 2009 both mean and median incomes of the least wealthy group exceeded those of the next wealthiest group by a substantial amount, and the difference remained in 2010. As shown later in the paper, this change largely reflects the asset deflation seen over this period among households with sufficient income to have accumulated wealth previously. 
III. Changes in wealth 2007-2009
The memo items in table 3 effects or importance over the period considered here. Nonetheless, it may still be instructive to consider these dimensions separately, both to gain potential insights into potential causality and to trace out the state of household finances over this traumatic economic time.
A number of striking patterns emerge in terms of the age distribution across and within the wealth groups (table 6) . First, nearly half of the least wealthy 10 percent in 2007 were headed by a person aged less than 35 in 2007 and the next wealthiest group was almost as young.
The first group below the median had approximately the same age distribution as the population as a whole, while the wealthiest half of the population was disproportionately older. These results are consistent with the supposition that at least some of the observed distribution of wealth is driven by life-cycle events, which tend toward relatively less wealth and more borrowing at younger ages, and relatively greater wealth at older ages. Despite these apparent traces of life-cycle patterns in the 2007 cross-section, households in the two youngest age groups were disproportionately likely to experience wealth declines from 2007 to 2009. For example, among the second wealth group, 52 percent of those who moved to a lower group in 2009 were in the youngest age group, while 41 percent of the group that rose to a higher wealth group were among this age group. Even in the wealthiest half of the distribution in 2007, the youngest two age groups were more than twice as large a proportion of the part of the group that fell to a lower wealth group in 2009 than the group that remained in the upper half.
Households headed by married couples or people living as partners are progressively more frequent at higher levels of wealth, but there appears to be little connection between wealth mobility and initial marital status over the period of the panel. Change in couple status over this time was more frequent among the lower-wealth groups, but there also appears to be no systematic relationship between wealth change and change in couple status. Even when the change is broken down into losing or gaining a partner (not shown in the table), the data do not show strong consistent patterns of change, though undoubtedly such changes explain some of the observed wealth changes.
In 2007, the least wealthy group was relatively evenly spread across education groups. In contrast, the other two groups below the median had a heavier share of high-school graduates, and the group above the median had a much larger fraction of college graduates. With a few interesting exceptions, the distribution of education by wealth change group was similar to the overall distribution within each 2007 wealth group. Notable among the exceptions is that among the least wealthy 10 percent in 2007, those who moved to a higher group in 2009 more likely than the group as a whole to have only a high school degree or less, whereas those who remained in the group were disproportionately likely to have had at least some college education. Within the lower half, nonwhite or Hispanic households were somewhat more likely to fall to a lower wealth group or remain in the same group, but for those in the upper half in 2007, they were much more likely to fall to a lower group. The changes in wealth can be expressed in terms of the underlying patterns of ownership (table 7) and portfolio shares (table 8) . 8 For convenience of exposition, these patterns are discussed separately below for each of the wealth groups.
0-10 wealth percentile group in 2007
A general complication in discussing the holdings of the various wealth groups is heterogeneity of ownership within groups. Such heterogeneity appears to be a particularly pressing issue for the least wealth group, which contains families that have non-negligible assets 
10-30 wealth percentile group in 2007
Compared with the least wealth group, the wealth group between the 10 th and 30 th percentiles shows higher rates of ownership of nearly all assets, a pattern that continues for each successive wealth group; the higher rates of ownership of retirement accounts, vehicles or principal residences are small but noteworthy. As a proportion of total 2007 assets, however, the shares of individual assets were only a little different from those of the least wealthy 10 percent overall; the share of all assets held as nonfinancial assets by the second group-almost 85 percent-was only slightly lower than that for the least wealth group, and the difference was 
30-50 wealth percentile group in 2007
In most instances for 2007, asset ownership by the group that lies just below the median fit clearly between the two neighboring groups in terms of asset ownership, with lower rates of ownership below and higher rates above. A very noteworthy fact is the substantial break in the homeownership rate between the second and third wealth groups-rising from about 23 percent for the second group in 2007 to 79 percent for the third group. Holding of debt among the third group was also higher than among the second group, with the increase being largely in a much 
50-100 wealth percentile group in 2007
In addition to having more wealth than the other groups, in 2007 the top group had a substantially higher prevalence of all the individual types of assets, except vehicles. The SCF panel data make it possible to look at the characteristics of households that changed positions in the wealth distribution over the financial crisis and to examine the changes in their underlying assets and liabilities.
Life-cycle theory would lead one to expect wealth to be generally increasing with age, at least up to retirement. Initial portfolio holdings in 2007 were an important factor in explaining the observed wealth movements.
Although the homeownership rate among the least wealthy 10 percent was only 14 percent, principal residences accounted for 63 percent of the assets of the group in 2007; vehicles, which were much more broadly held, accounted for 24 percent of the group's total assets-and 72 percent of the total, is residences are excluded. They were also highly leveraged, with installment debt being the largest component; installment debt for education was an important element of debt for almost half of the group. The households that moved up in the wealth distribution over the financial crisis tended to be ones that had few assets or debts in 2007 and they were disproportionately likely to have disposed of debt by 2009.
As one looks progressively higher in the wealth distribution, ownership rates for assets tend to increase and leverage declines. The group between the 10 th and 30 th percentiles of the wealth distribution in 2007 represents an interesting transition point. It resembles the least wealthy group in terms of its relatively youthful age composition, but its portfolio is notably different, particularly in the diminished role of installment debt. Households in this group that rose or fell to a different wealth group in 2009 were ones that had relatively high ownership rates and portfolio shares of the range of assets and debts, though households that saw a decline were more likely to be homeowners to have a mortgage and to have relatively high portfolio shares of primary residences and mortgages. The part of the group that rose to a higher wealth group in 2009 was disproportionately likely to acquire an owned primary residence or a retirement account. Those who fell to a lower group were relatively likely to acquire additional debt, to see a decline in the value of their home or to lose assets in retirement accounts. 
